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Abstract:

Documentary photography has been a historically difficult medium to define. Is it art, or
journalism or somewhere in between? Over time, the medium has undergone several
redefinitions as photography became more accessible to the masses through technological
advances, and its inclusion in museum spaces. By examining the history of photography, the
elitist motivations of museums in the early twentieth century, and the curatorial practices of
landmark photographic shows organized by Alfred Stieglitz of the Photo-Secessionist
movement, Roy Stryker of the Farm Security Administration, and Beaumont Newhall, Edward
Steichen, and John Szarkowski of the Department of Photography at MoMA, this paper explores
the history of documentary photography and its curatorial evolution in museums from 1902 to
1967.
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Chapter I: Introduction to Documentary Photography and Museum Motivations, early
1900s
Photography surrounds us. It is seen in newspapers, magazines, on billboards, television,
and the internet. Over the last century, it has become probably the most popular form of visual
communication to date due to technological advances in cameras, image processing and editing
software, and most recently, the ability to share broadly through social media. Photography has
reached into every aspect of life, including commercial photography, photojournalism, and fine
art photography. It seems as if everyone is a photographer these days; smart phones and
affordable digital cameras have made photography extremely accessible. This only continues a
trend beginning a century ago when photography was first becoming popular with the American
public.
As an artistic medium, documentary photography has not always been accepted as fine
art within museum spaces. Although it is not easily defined and has evolved over time,
documentary photography has spearheaded the changes in photographic accessibility that we see
today. Museums of the nineteenth century had elitist motivations that created a seemingly
impenetrable barrier for documentary photographers because their socio-critical subject matter
during the World Wars and Great Depression did not align with the upper-class art consumer’s
social and political ideals.1 By examining the artistic philosophies of Alfred Stieglitz within the
Photo-Secessionist movement, the moral conviction of Roy Stryker and his cohort of FSA
photographers, and the influence of Beaumont Newhall, Edward Steichen, and John Szarkowski

1

Carol Duncan, “Public Spaces, Private Interests: Municipal Art Museums in New York and Chicago” In
The Art of Art History: A Critical Anthology, ed Donald Preziosi (Oxford, England: Oxford University Press, 1995),
49.
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at the Museum of Modern Art in New York, I will explain how past museum curatorial practices
illustrate the growing acceptance of documentary as a legitimate art form over time.
Documentary photography has contributed significantly to photography’s overall success
in popular culture, regardless of how photographs may be consumed today (online, in a gallery
or museum, or directly from the artist). Documentary photography is not easily defined in one
sentence and has evolved over time. Jae Emerling claims that “documentary photography is a
charged, contentious and essential aspect of any discussion of photography,” agreeing that “it is
difficult to arrive at a satisfying definition of ‘documentary photography’ because it is not simply
about a visual style.”2 Originally, all photographs were considered documents because they
captured “reality.” However “real” a photograph seems to be, as Max Kozloff wrote, “the
photograph is a witness, but one with all the possible misunderstanding, partial information or
false testament that a ‘witness’ provides.”3 Sarah Hermanson Meister referred to non-artistic
images that served a functional, personal or practical purpose as “vernacular” rather than
“documentary” because “documentary” was and has become too broad of a term. She went on to
explain that most of the work produced in the 1800s by American photographers, professional or
amateur, can be considered “vernacular.”4 Meister describes Beaumont Newhall as having been
of crucial importance in the Museum of Modern Art’s (MoMA) collection policies.5 Beaumont
Newhall, the first curator of photography and founder of the Photography Department at the
Museum of Modern Art in New York, claimed that “any photograph can be considered a

2

Jae Emerling, Photography: History and Theory (London: Taylor and Francis Group, 2012), 82.

3

Emerling, 83.

4

Quentin Bajac et al., Photography at MoMA1840-1920 (New York: The Museum of Modern Art, 2017)

5

Quentin Bajac et al., 190.
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document if it is found to contain useful information about the specific subject under study”—
meaning that if the image has something to say about what has been captured, then it is a
document.6 For the purposes of this paper, I will be defining documentary photography as
images that have social, emotional, historical, or political contexts, that are not created strictly
for aesthetics but that can include images of aesthetic merit. Some of the exhibitions explored in
this paper – for example Alfred Stieglitz’s shows – were not explicitly shows of documentary
photography, but rather opened the door and laid the groundwork for future documentary
photography exhibitions to be successful.
Beaumont Newhall has thoroughly outlined the early history of photography in The
History of Photography.7 Newhall dates its origins to 1839 with the invention and
popularization of the daguerreotype. Named after the early French artist Louis Daguerre, this
early photographic process was expensive and technical, involving complicated chemistry that
the average citizen would not be able to reproduce. Those who had the resources and skill to
recreate this process took a liking to photography because it was different from other art forms.8
Rather than representing reality as practiced in painting or drawing, photography could wholly
capture reality by harnessing the power of light and duplicating exactly what was in front of the
camera. However, reproducing directly does not eliminate bias or context. What was captured
in camera was what was seen in reality but could be swayed by the viewer’s interpretation or the
photographer’s intention. In terms of subject matter, daguerreotypes were used overwhelmingly

6

Quentin Bajac et al., 191.

7
Beaumont Newhall, The History of Photography: From 1839 to the Present, Fifth Edition (New York:
Museum of Modern Art, 1988). The History of Photography was the first published survey of photographic history.
8

Beaumont Newhall, The History of Photography: From 1839 to the Present, Fifth Edition (New York:
Museum of Modern Art, 1988), 20.
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for portraiture – to document the birth, life, and death of family members – and to record the
likenesses of people of wealth and importance, as well as recording architecture and metropolitan
panoramas. Even major news events were captured on the large silver plates of photography’s
origins.9 The nineteenth-century art world soon became polarized over this new medium.
Where did this invention fall in terms of art? Was it truly art, or just a technical process?
As its popularity with the public grew, painters employed the camera to aid their artistic
process. Painters believed that photography was merely a tool to help with the accuracy of their
paintings. They even believed that photographs should intentionally be slightly out of focus to
mimic what the human eye would see. Some photographers quickly moved on from simply
documenting the world around them to creating images that – like paintings – depicted symbols
and allegories.10 These daguerreotypes were celebrated in early exhibitions such as The Great
Exhibition of 1851 at the Crystal Palace in London, and at the Art Treasures Exhibition in
Manchester, England in 1857. These were massive exhibitions showing hundreds of
photographs alongside other art forms such as painting and sculpture. Their inclusion was meant
“as a tribute to the growing position of the new medium in the artistic world.”11 Some art critics,
however, were not convinced of photography’s artistic possibilities. Charles Baudelaire wrote in
his review of a 1859 French Society of Photography Exhibition at the Palace of the Champ
Élysées:
“If photography is allowed to supplement art in some of its functions, it
will soon have supplemented or corrupted it altogether. It is time, then,

9

Newhall, 39.

10

Newhall, 73.

11

Newhall, 73-74.
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for it to return to its true duty, which is to be the servant of the sciences
and arts….”12
Even without unanimous approval from the fine art world, photography boomed in the 1850s. In
1857, Lady Elizabeth Eastlake did not describe photography as art but as a new form of
communication. Newhall concluded that photography’s growing popularity was due to its
“ability to render seemingly infinite detail…and to multiply these images in almost limitless
numbers.” Photography allowed the public to actively record the world at an unprecedented
rate.13
The 1860s in the United States were fraught with conflict between states during the
American Civil War. Here, ‘war photography’ or ‘conflict photography’ became more common.
The most popular name in Civil War photography was Mathew Brady. Taking pictures was still
a complicated process, forcing Brady to lug a large format camera with chemically doctored
metal plates through battlefields, then having to develop those photographs in a light-proof,
portable tent. Brady and his team were legendary, capturing over 7,000 images through the four
years of the war.14 The New York Times wrote in 1862 that:
“Mr. Brady has done something to bring home to us the terrible reality
and earnestness of war. If he has not brought us bodies and laid them in
our door-yards and along the streets, he has done something very like it.”15

12
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Combat photography brought issues of war home via newspapers. This allowed civilians to see
the horrors of war, demonstrating the growing power and impact of the documentary photograph.
While enlargements of daguerreotypes were being produced as early as 1840, a shift in
the production and accessibility of photographs arrived with the invention of the hand camera at
the end of the nineteenth century.16 These relatively small cameras were meant to fit in both
hands without a tripod and were newly equipped with high-speed shutters to capture motion
without blur, as well as with small (sometimes collapsible) yet powerful lenses, and flexible
rolled film that allowed for multiple exposures before development and enlargement. Many
versions of the handheld camera were created in the first three decades of the twentieth century
but the most popular was the Leica hand camera, released in 1924. Introducing new technology
made the Leica attractive; its portability (holding a roll of 35mm film with thirty-six exposures)
and the ability to detach and switch lenses for specific effects made it the most popular camera
on the market.17 Photojournalists quickly became fans of the hand camera because they were
now able to record the environment without being bogged down by heavy equipment, and to
record the daily happenings of life, all without using a flash. The use of existing light as the sole
illumination of a photograph’s subject was a new concept, for photography previously required
staged lighting or an external flash that could be distracting and difficult. Now photographers
could use whatever light was available, such as the sun or streetlights, creating candid snapshots
of life.18

16

Newhall, 217-18.
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Newhall, 218.
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Photographers such as Brassaï and Henri Cartier-Bresson became influential in the 1930s
by using hand cameras. They became masters of the snapshot, the technique of capturing a
moment with split-second decision making. Cartier-Bresson went on to publish a book of his
work in 1952 entitled The Decisive Moment that outlined his photographic philosophy centering
around dynamic and psychologically satisfying compositions created stealthily with a hand
camera.19
To understand why photographs were not immediately included as fine art in museums, it
is first important to understand the motivations of museums in the early twentieth century in
terms of ideal patronage and object collection. American museums at the turn of the century
were undergoing a structural change. In post-Civil War America, businessmen were beginning
to pursue projects that were changing the way the public interacted with art collections in what
Carol Duncan called “the boom of museum building.” Emulating European museums, American
museums shifted focus to become places of learning and pleasure that served as civic symbols
rather than simply displaying the personal collections of private citizens. Museums during this
time believed that the visiting public ideally consisted of “a self-improving, autonomous,
politically empowered (and therefore male) individual[s] who enter the museum in search of
moral and spiritual enlightenment.”20 Thus, the museum had to meet the needs of this elite
group. The objects shown within this new framework tended to promote the ideals of the upper
class, including political values, social constructs, and nationalism. With their new goal of
educating the public, museums began displaying work chronologically and by national schools

19

John Suler, “The Decisive Moment” International Journal of Applied Psychoanalytic Studies, 9 (2012),

372.
20

Carol Duncan, “Public Spaces, Private Interests: Municipal Art Museums in New York and Chicago” In
The Art of Art History: A Critical Anthology, ed Donald Preziosi (Oxford, England: Oxford University Press, 1995),
49.
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of artistic practice, such as Italian Renaissance paintings or Flemish etchings. By arranging the
galleries according to the evolution of art history, a “proper art museum” would allow visitors to
“live the spiritual development of civilization,” giving the highest privilege to museums that
housed important works of Classical art.21 The museum donors, who were wealthy bankers and
businessmen, poured their money into acquiring Classical art from Europe to feed their elitist
agenda, describing their motives as educating, empowering, and democratizing the public.22
Duncan stated that “the new institutions were meant to make the cities of the US more civilized,
beautiful and knowledgeable,” while behind the scenes, the donors created a new definition of
upper class that was “necessary to their political and economic objectives.”23 These men held
power within society, and while some of them may have believed in the mission to better the
public, these practices reinforced class boundaries, disseminated a single high culture, and
disillusioned national identity - originally European ideals. This “definitive national culture”
became “the highest philosophical and moral heritage of ‘the American people’” even though not
all Americans were white, wealthy men.24 The members of the working-class public who were
also supposed to have access to these institutions often could not access them easily.
Carol Duncan has used the Metropolitan Museum of Art (The Met) in New York as an
example of the inequity in museum accessibility. The museum opened in 1870, and for its first
twenty years the museum was closed on Sundays – one of the only days working class people
were not working. Furthermore, it charged an entrance fee on other days of operation and was

21

Duncan, 49.

22

Duncan, 53.

23

Duncan, 54.

24
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located in an upper-class area of uptown Manhattan that made it difficult for working class
people to visit.25 This was a common issue for museums at this time, not just for the Met.
Duncan sought public records that proved museums understood these issues and stated that
“decisions made by museum trustees behind closed doors often contradicted their public rhetoric
about the museum’s mission to serve the entire community.” The official, published record
almost never admits to class, ethnic or racial biases, which was not an accurate representation of
museums’ practices. As museums became more established, they became “havens for the
genteel and the educated (elite)” that simply “would have to appear inclusive and democratic.”26
Why were there two sides, one that faced the public and pretended to be a place for everyone,
while the other side reaffirmed inaccessibility? It is because these institutions needed something
from both groups it claimed to serve. Museums needed rich donors who would fund building
and maintain a collection that continued to reinforce elitist values; however, to remain open they
needed to act as a politically neutral power to ensure the public’s patronage.27
Documentary photography evolved over time in terms of social and political content and
context. Previously, photographs were used to document growing cities, portraits of families and
social groups, combat, botanical specimens, and the changing natural landscape. Over time,
photographers expanded their interests, and began looking at the world from a different
perspective, one that was more critical and socially conscious. In the pages to come, examples
of photographic interests and philosophies will show the shift away from traditional artistic
principles through Pictorialism and documentation of the poor with images from the Farm

25

Duncan, 56.

26

Duncan, 56-57.

27

Duncan, 57-58.
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Security Administration during the Great Depression that directly contradicted the values of
museums’ elitist agendas in the early twentieth century.

15

Chapter II: Photographic Philosophies and Curatorial Practices

Alfred Stieglitz and Pictorialism
I would argue that the fight for the acceptance of documentary photography as an art
form actually began with the fight for the acceptance of another genre. Pictorialism was a
photographic approach popular in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries that focused
on the beauty of the subject, as well as the quality of light, color tone, and composition.1 This
movement’s impact has been credited to the efforts of Alfred Stieglitz, an enthusiastic advocate
for the newest developments in modern photography. His influence began with his admittance
into the New York Camera Club in 1896, where he oversaw the Club’s publication, Camera
Notes.2 While writing for Camera Notes, his voice became one that curators and photographers
alike respected and sought out. In 1898 the Pennsylvania Academy of Fine Arts along with the
Photographic Society of Philadelphia planned an American photography exhibition inspired by
the popular artistic salons in Europe. With Stieglitz judging and hanging the exhibition, it
showcased images based strictly on their visual components in the Pictorialist style, becoming
the first photographic exhibition in American history displayed in a major fine art institution.3
This show was a success, bringing in 13,000 people, and it led to four subsequent salons in the
years to follow.4 As his network reached further, his photographic philosophy diverged further

1

Sue Davidson Lowe, Stieglitz: A Memoir/Biography, (Toronto, Canada: McGraw-Hill Ryerson Ltd,
1983), 127.
2

Lowe, 108.

3

Lowe, 111-112.

4

William Innes Homer, Alfred Stieglitz and the Photo Secession (New York: Little, Brown and Company,
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from the conservative, practical, or useful perspective of photography’s possibilities. Pictorialist
images were technically flawed in the eyes of those who viewed photography as an accurate
description of the world because Pictorialist photographs were typically over- or under-exposed
with a soft focus, creating a dreamlike, poetic, and visually interesting image.5
This new focus on Pictorialism lead to a rift within the photographic community, and
Alfred Stieglitz found himself at the helm of a new artistic movement. Because his perspective
on what made a “good” photograph differed so much from those in the New York Camera Club,
Stieglitz decided (with the help of a group of others) to create a show to exemplify like-minded
new photographers.6 The National Arts Club in New York hosted the “American Pictorial
Photography” exhibition in 1902, otherwise known as the “Exhibition of American Photography
Arranged by the Photo-Secession.” The term secession was used to identify this new
photographic movement in order to signify the photographer’s separation from the older, parent
schools of thought into a new era.7 The show included works from F. Holland Day, Clarence H.
White, Edward Steichen, and Stieglitz himself, arranged in clusters by photographer so that the
viewer could individually compare each one’s growth and scope.8 After the success of the show,
Edward Steichen, who had become a close friend because of his similar photographic ideology,
encouraged Stieglitz to solidify the Photo-Secession movement into a membership group.9

5
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This new group of Photo-Secessionists intended to advance the Pictorialist philosophy by
expanding their community and hosting exhibitions showcasing their members and others of like
minds.10 After having separated from the New York Camera Club, Stieglitz thought the best
way to gain membership and interest in the cause was to create a quarterly publication entitled
Camera Work where he could publish images that he considered innovative and interesting, and
articles about the newest photographic methods and theories. The magazine was carefully
designed, acting as a piece of art itself with beautiful typography, image quality, and covers
designed by Steichen.11 The Photo-Secession membership grew, then Steichen suggested that
Stieglitz create more structure for the group by having a gallery space of their own. In 1905 with
funding from Steichen, Stieglitz agreed and opened the Little Galleries of the Photo-Secession at
291 Fifth Avenue, New York (later known as 291).12
The Little Galleries and Camera Work were successful at creating interest in photography
for their first years in operation; however, as Stieglitz’s interests in art changed, so did the
content of his projects.13 In 1906 after an inspiring trip to Europe, Stieglitz found himself more
interested in the modern art movements of painting and sculpture, which lead to the waning of
exhibitions and publications about photography at 291.14 Other Photo-Secessionists were angry
at Stieglitz’s evolution away from the cause he led, but believed that they had achieved their goal
of getting Pictorialist photography into the fine art scene, and leaving Stieglitz to collect and

10

Lowe, 114-115.
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Homer, 111.
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Homer, 118-119.
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Lowe, 133.
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display Matisse, Picasso and Cézanne in his gallery (which continued to show solo exhibitions of
photographs).15 He believed that painters and photographers should be brought together, rather
than kept apart.16 The last photographs shown at 291 were Stieglitz’s own in 1913.17
Alfred Stieglitz was known for being strict and overbearing with all his projects, which
created high-quality products, but left some who worked with him bitter and resentful. His
personal photographic philosophy was contradictory, confusing, and ever changing.18 Although
his professional ventures of the 291 Gallery and Camera Work ended in 1917, and his interest in
photography shifted away from the ideologies that he initially promoted, his opinion and
influence still carried great weight in the photographic and fine art world.19 In 1910, the
National Arts Club held the International Exhibition of Pictorial Photography exhibition with
the support, inclusion, and assistance of Stieglitz at the Albright Art Gallery in Buffalo, New
York (Fig. 1 & 2). For the first time “straight photography” was highlighted, implying that it
was the next impactful evolution of the medium coming from an influential voice such as
Stieglitz. Additionally, the show was the first in American photographic history in which the
host institution purchased some of the works on display to be a part of their permanent collection
(thirteen photographs on top of another fifty-two that were purchased by private individuals).20
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Case Study: Dorothea Lange, Roy Stryker, and the FSA
The Great Depression brought significant change to the United States. Workers struggled
to find jobs and keep food on their tables. This was true for artists as well; patrons no longer had
money to spend on the arts, so artists had to find new ways of creating income. As an example
of how photographers had to adapt to the changing socio-economic climate in America, I will be
using Dorothea Lange’s story to explain a how a new group of photographers changed the types
of images that were exhibited during and after the Great Depression.
Dorothea Lange was a studio photographer with a booming portrait business in San
Francisco in 1932; however, she was not unaffected by the Great Depression.21 Due to a
dramatic reduction in her photographic business, Lange had to close her studio and reinvent her
professional identity and photographic process.22 She began by photographing what had become
abundant in Southern California: the unemployed. Lange took her Graflex 4x5 (a large format
camera that requires a tripod to stabilize it) to the streets to photograph people standing in bread
lines and trying to pick up work on street corners.23 She was a studio portrait photographer by
training, and accustomed to working in a controlled environment where lights were adjusted and
exposures were metered; she found that she struggled working in an ‘on-the- fly’ style, and it
made her uncomfortable to take pictures of people who did not hire her to do so.24 She learned

21
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2009), 126.
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quickly that documentary photography required an element of surprise, persuasion, or complete
ignorance on the part of the subject.25
She continued to improve her skills and by 1934 some of her images were displayed in a
gallery in Oakland, California. Social activist Paul Taylor purchased some of her images for an
article he was writing about rural shanty towns populated by those unemployed during the
Depression.26 He needed a photographer and hired Lange to accompany him in his travels, thus
introducing Lange to the world of social justice.27 They worked as a team throughout 1935,
producing a total of five reports, which included interviews and photographs describing the poor
conditions they witnessed.28 The farm workers that were most affected by the Depression were
overwhelmingly people of color who could not vote and who lived together in makeshift
communities. As a demographic, they were starving, underpaid, and overworked or totally
unemployed, and grossly invisible to the U.S. government. Federal support was desperately
needed; Lange and Taylor agreed that it was their duty to bring these issues before the
Department of Agriculture to see that real changes were made. 29
Paul Taylor had connections within the Department of Agriculture and introduced Lange
to Roy Stryker who was head of the Farm Security Administration (FSA).30 The FSA’s goal was
to help the agricultural industry bounce back from the Depression by providing medical aid,

25
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equipment grants and division of large farms to create more landowners and therefore more
places to work.31 Because federal funding was so scarce for the FSA, Stryker leaned on public
opinion to generate government interest, and to get the public’s attention he hired photographers
to document rural poverty, creating “the first broad visual record of American society.”32
Photographers for this project came from all over the country, with different styles and attitudes
towards the medium and subject matter. Many of them became famous because of their work for
the FSA, including Walker Evans, Arthur Rothstein, Gordon Parks and, of course, Dorothea
Lange.33 Stryker’s original approach to photography was stale and did not generate the interest
that he was looking for. The early FSA images were of the misuse and mismanagement of land
and equipment on farms. While this was worthwhile information to document, it only appealed
to government lobbyists who were responsible for raising money for the Department, and it was
still not enough. He realized that they truly needed the general public’s emotions to compel
Congress into lasting, effective action. Therefore, he instructed his photographers to focus on
not only the policy and structural issues of the agriculture industry in America, but also the
sociological issues – the human element.34
Roy Stryker knew that to get the photographers’ images to have an impact, they needed
to be published not just for government agencies to see, but for the public to see in their
everyday lives. The FSA images typically accompanied stories of the Depression published in
newspapers and magazines. However, Stryker also advocated to include FSA’s photographs in
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exhibitions nationwide. Photographers employed by the FSA had become important names in
photographic circles, but it was hard to gauge how these images might have affected other,
“common” people. A pivotal moment for the FSA photographs was their inclusion in the
International Photographic Exposition in New York City’s Grand Central Palace in 1938.
Comprised of three thousand images overall, with work from over two hundred camera clubs of
professionals and amateurs, the exposition was organized to promote new photographic products,
processes, and concepts, within a fun, leisurely, consumerist context. 35
The FSA’s section stood out in stark contrast to the rest of the commercial exposition.
How American People Lived was the bold title of the FSA’s exhibit with approximately seventyfive “biting” images of poor, rural Americans of the South and West (Fig. 3). The visual themes
of these images were somber, and sometimes upsetting. To see how visitors to the exhibition felt
about the work, a comment box was stationed at the exit of the show. Five hundred and forty
comments were left by the 110,000 people that visited the exposition, and the reactions were
mixed.36
According to Cara A. Finnegan, commentors reacted to the images in four different ways:
first, by accepting the images as genuine, educational documentation of reality; second, by
expressing sentiments of irony and shame, dissociating from the image’s subjects by employing
popular anti-poverty phrasing that supported the idealized American standard of living (“pull
yourself up from your bootstraps,” “try practicing birth control” etc.); third, by demanding policy
reforms to help solve the issues depicted; and fourth, by urging that the images be more widely
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circulated and publicized in order to gain more public attention and thereby, achieve social
change.37 Finnegan argued that documentary photography is effective in conveying significance
and impact of a situation or moment in time for the subject or viewer; therefore, the magnitude of
reaction was higher for these viewers, who were seeing disparaging images that directly
contradicted what they had been told about the American standard of living.38 This show was
important in that it proved that there was a direct impact to viewing images in the documentary
style. Even with very little context, some viewers could look at the subjects and sympathize with
them, while others might be overwhelmed, causing responses to range from disappointment in
the subjects for not helping themselves, rage at the government for not helping them, or
confusion due to the viewers’ own blindness to the truth of the world they live in.39
While a complete list of works and installation images are hard to come by, Cara
Finnegan stitched together installation images taken by Arthur Rothstein, who helped curate and
install the works, to show which pictures were displayed and how they were hung (Fig. 4 & 5).
The images were hung in two rows at eye level with a caption given by each photographer,
arranged so the viewer would be led by visual elements from image to image. For example, an
image of a farmer positioned where their eyes were looking out of the image’s frame caused the
viewer to follow their gaze into the next frame. Having the viewer follow leading elements,
whether it was a subjects’ gaze, a compositional line or a subjects’ movement allowed for a
natural flow around the exhibit. This technique was designed so visitors could explore each
image without distraction, while also relating each image to the others around it. Most pictures
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were printed in the same size, however the pictures that were already easily recognizable by the
public, such as Migrant Mother by Dorothea Lange, were printed larger for more impact.40
Migrant Mother became an icon of the Depression because the imagery of a starving
mother looking worried, holding on to her small children, was something that the public could
empathize with. Supposedly, every mother has the instinct to care for her children, and mothers
could see themselves in Florence Owens Thompson, the subject of the photograph.41 The
compositional homage to the classic imagery of Mary, Mother of Christ struck a chord with
white, Christian families across the country.42 Images such as this and others by the FSA
brought the grim realities of the Depression directly to the attention of those whose good fortune
or privilege had allowed them to remain ignorant.43
Images with strong social and political commentary began in the 1920s with the efforts
against child labor lead by Lewis Hine.44 Roy Stryker followed suit, making history with these
impactful FSA images and photographers. They have been exhibited repeatedly in museums and
galleries worldwide.
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Chapter III: Photographic Curation at MoMA: Beaumont Newhall, Edward Steichen, and
John Szarkowski

Beaumont Newhall
By the time the Museum of Modern Art (MoMA) in New York opened in 1929,
photography had become a popular profession and pastime. The mission of the museum was to
dedicate itself exclusively to the education and display of modern art, helping visitors enjoy,
appreciate and understand the visual art of the time, which differentiated MoMA from all other
traditional artistic institutions in the United States.1 In its first decade, the museum displayed
photographs in shows such as Murals of American Painters and Photographers in 1932, which
included an image of the George Washington Bridge by Edward Steichen, and the museum’s
first one-man photographic exhibition, American Photographs, by FSA photographer Walker
Evans in 1938.2 While the photographic portion of Murals of American Painters and
Photographers was comprised of commissioned work, Walker Evans’ show was loaned to the
museum by a group of independent art collectors and the FSA. This means that those who
collected visual art also collected documentary photographs as visually interesting pieces of
artwork. The Department of Photography was not formally created until 1940, with the
museum’s librarian, Beaumont Newhall, appointed as curator.3 Newhall had previously curated
a photographic exhibition and published a photographic history survey through MoMA, and was
a founding member of the Photo League; however, his participation in the group waned as
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Communist suspicions about the Photo League began to circulate in the late 1940s. He never
wrote about the group in any of the editions of his textbooks.4 The museum’s director, Alfred H.
Barr, appointed Newhall because of his efforts to grow the museum library’s photography
collection. There was concern from the board of Trustees that the earliest processes of
photography were not being recorded and protected as they should. The department’s original
efforts were to preserve, conserve, and exhibit photography’s history and development.5
Newhall’s goal for the department was to create a space for photographers to find guidance,
encouragement, and examples of classical and contemporary photographic movements. This is
exemplified in the Department’s first official exhibition: Sixty Photographs: A Survey of Camera
Esthetics, curated with alongside the father of landscape photography, Ansel Adams.6
Opened on the last day of 1940, Sixty Photographs: A Survey of Camera Esthetics
included sixty photographs that were meant to define the new Department of Photography, and
therefore defining what Americans would consider photographic fine art for the next century
(Fig. 6). The Museum of Modern Art was and is extremely influential in guiding the public’s
opinion toward the museum’s definition of “good” art. Many Americans relied on museums to
tell them what was considered good, important, or aesthetically popular. Beaumont Newhall
knew this and (along with Ansel Adams) made specific choices about what kind of photography
would be included in this important inaugural exhibition. The exhibition’s catalog explicitly
describes the types of images that were not included in this show: color, commercial, scientific,
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and advertising photography, stating that they were legitimate genres however did not fit the goal
of the show. With these exclusions, documentary, fine art, and abstract photography were all
included among the sixty photographs. The choice to include documentary photography along
with photographic genres that were already considered ‘art’ one can conclude that documentary
photography can and should also be considered art. Earlier in the catalog essay, Newhall stated
that “these living photographs are, in the fullest meaning of the term, works of art.” The subject
matter of the images was not policed and ranged from portraiture, relational studies, social
commentary, and abstract form studies.7 Many famous names in photographic history were
represented in the show: Berenice Abbott, Ansel Adams, Eugéne Atget, Henri Cartier-Bresson,
Walker Evans, Dorothea Lange, Man Ray, Edward Steichen, Alfred Stieglitz, Paul Strand, and
Edward Weston.8 ARTnews claimed that Sixty Photographs was one of MoMA’s defining shows
of the 1940s; however, it wasn’t all- inclusive. By using a broad array of images from the
museum’s existing collection without any thematic connection, the show only vaguely suggested
photographic possibilities.9
Looking at Figures 7, 8, and 9, the show was arranged along each wall of the gallery,
hung at eye level. Along the exterior, the images were hung directly on the walls, however in
one section they are hung from the ceiling with plants underneath them. In the center of the
room, three large prints are hug together on a suspended wall structure. By looking at the
photos, I believe that the viewer was meant to follow the line of images along the walls, then
finish the exhibit with the three large prints suspended in the middle of the gallery. Hanging the
7

The Museum of Modern Art Bulletin, 1940-1941, 5.

8

The Museum of Modern Art Bulletin, 1940-1941, 6-7.

9

Alex Greenberger, “Georgia O’Keeffe, Jacob Lawrence, and More: How ARTnews Covered MoMA’s
Defining Shows of the 1940s” ARTnews. September 13, 2019.

28
images in a straight line allows for the observation of each image individually, then perhaps the
most interesting or important images were the ones suspended in the center.
Edward Steichen
An important group of documentarians “committed to documentary photography as an art
form, not just as tool for mass communication” was the Photo League, formed in 1936.10 Due to
growing tension between America and increasingly powerful Communist countries,
photographers found themselves targets of the U.S. government. According to Lili Corbus
Bezner, many photographers held politically liberal ideals, the same ideals that had drawn them
to the documentary practice. These were now the ideals that made the government suspicious in
the highly charged, paranoid, climate of the Cold War.11 While the group itself was not
politically affiliated, some members of the Photo League were also members of the Communist
Party of America, leading the Attorney General to blacklist the organization as Communist
affiliated. These photographers and other groups of artists were labeled as a “threat to the moral
fiber of American liberty” because they chose to capture images of Americans living outside of
an “idealized, healthy, growing post-war America” which had become the new, capitalistic,
American dream.12 As accepted social and political attitudes changed, photography stayed
relevant in the ever changing artistic sphere with the help Edward Steichen as the Director of the
Department of Photography at the Museum of Modern Art.
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In 1947, Beaumont Newhall left MoMA to curate at the International Museum of
Photography and to publish the second edition of his textbook, The History of Photography.13 In
the same year, Edward Steichen was appointed Director of the Department of Photography. In a
press statement, then President of MoMA Nelson Rockefeller, stated that “no one could bring
greater achievement, experience, or enthusiasm to the position” and that because Steichen was so
instrumental in bringing photography to America, the museum would be able to bring in as many
people as possible to expand their knowledge, enjoy creative photographic exhibitions, and
expose themselves to new genres of art such as documentary photography.14 Previously, two
exhibitions centered around documentation of the Second World War were curated at MoMA by
Steichen: Road to Victory: A Procession of Photographs of the Nation at War and Power in the
Pacific: Battle Photographs of our Navy in Action on the Sea and in the Sky.15 In his new role,
Steichen had grand plans for the Department, with two large documentary exhibits planned for
the first three years of his position. He believed that because photography at the time was being
practiced by twenty million people in America, it had become “a potential art form capable of
giving us a creative record of the people made by the people,” which was the central theme for
many of the exhibitions he went on to produce.16
In 1954, for the museum’s twenty-fifth anniversary, Steichen announced the most
elaborate and ambitious photographic exhibition attempted by any art museum: The Family of
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Man.17 The original purpose of the exhibition was to celebrate the expanding scope of MoMA’s
Photography Department by inviting photographers from all over the world to submit images
that fell into the themes outlined by Steichen in his call for entry18; however it soon became clear
that Family of Man would be used as propaganda for the American government to exhibit “safer
forms of documentary photography.”19 Over the next year, the images collected were intended
to demonstrate the supposed universal and emotional themes that unified humanity: the cycle of
life from birth to death; personal and community relationships; and life’s trials and tribulations.
By creating an exhibition with an international scope, Steichen aimed to prove that photography
was a dynamic art form perfect for conveying specific ideas that other mediums may not deliver
as easily.20
Family of Man opened in January 1955, including photographs from sixty-nine different
countries and 257 professional and amateur photographers (Fig. 10). Of the nearly two million
pictures submitted, over five hundred were accepted and displayed at MoMA for five months.
After the exhibition closed in New York, the original show (along with some additions over
time) traveled the world for the next seven years, visiting thirty-eight countries across the globe.
As with Sixty Photographs, many notable names in photographic history were included: Robert
Capa, Robert Frank, George Rodger, Elliott Erwitt, Irving Penn, David Seymour, and W. Eugene
Smith, along with others who worked in all genres of photography, including commercial,
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documentary, and fine art.21 Because many photographers represented in Family of Man were
successful and American, some reviews were critical of the exhibition because it seemed to rely
heavily on a Western viewpoint of the world rather than a wholistic understanding of cultures. It
seemed superficial and reductive relative to complex ideas of humanity and community.22 Amid
the growing tension of the Cold War, Steichen wanted to use Family of Man to unite the world
based on the humanitarian idea of a stable, comforting nuclear family, while simultaneously
trying to legitimize America’s status as a world leader.23 Some viewers, however, interpreted the
show as connecting free Americans to Communist ideals.24 The show brought in audiences from
all walks of life, just like the images that Edward Steichen sought to include. Because this was
the first large-scale, public exposure to the photographic medium internationally, the emotional
impact would solidify documentary photography’s place in museums world-wide.25
Planning for the exhibition began by grouping the images thematically by section:
Lovers, Childbirth, Family Activities, Land, Work, Food, Music, Learning, Religious
Expression, Hard Times, Government, and Death (Fig 11).26 At MoMA, the physical space had
to be designed to present the sectioned images effectively. Designed by Edward Steichen
himself along with former Bauhaus scholar Herbert Bauer, the exhibition techniques used
included curved walls with larger-than-life images, multi-dimensional displays, and free-
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standing installations27 spanning the entire second floor of MoMA, rather than in the basement
next to the bathroom where photographic exhibitions were traditionally held.28 These techniques
were used to create a layered, dynamic movement within the space, allowing the exhibition’s
message to not only be seen but to be felt in a linear fashion. Specifically, some images were
hung from the ceiling and displayed back-to-back; some portraits were shrunk to bring the
viewer closer; images of families were enlarged, requiring the viewer step back to see the whole
picture; while other images were hung without frames to break the barriers between the image
and the viewer (Fig. 12).29 These sophisticated techniques left the audience feeling that they had
just seen a show of high art filled with documentary photographs. Steichen was telling a specific
story, and every story has a plotline. Family of Man was designed with a sort of narrative flow
in mind in which the audience would walk the same path through the gallery, glean the same
lessons at designated moments, and leave having learned what Steichen had intended (Fig. 13).
The “climax” of the plot was the only color image in the whole show: a photograph of the
hydrogen bomb test in New Mexico was displayed in large scale and lit from the back, warning
visitors of the dangers of nuclear war under Cold War policies.30 The H-bomb image was
followed immediately by an image of the leaders of the UN in a grand finale, used by Steichen as
a “symbol of potential salvation, of international peacekeeping and cooperation among
nations.”31 Helen Gee wrote of her skepticism at the show’s “oneness” message, but admitted
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that “the dramatic display was unquestionably moving.”32 Another critique of the show’s text
was that the captions on the images themselves were minimal, missing descriptive information
and background; there were, however, large text quotes from the Bible, the Bhagavad Gita,
legends from the Sioux nation, ancient Greek philosophers, Shakespeare, and James Joyce that
were meant to underscore the exhibition’s internationalism and universality.33 Because Family
of Man traveled from city to city, the physical elements of the show had to be designed for easy
installation and removal in varied spaces. Many of the spaces were typical museums and
galleries, but some were festival spaces, palaces, universities, department stores, and mobile
constructions created specifically for the exhibition.34 The show had to adapt to historical
architecture, modern construction, and space with limited resources, which may have influenced
the exhibition’s message or reception.
While the show seemed overwhelmingly successful based on reviews and visitor
numbers, the exhibition had some flaws that cannot be ignored. First, the show was heavily
Western-focused. Steichen included many international photographers, but the idea of a nuclear
family is a Western ideal which led some viewers to feel alienated. His goal was to display the
similarities of humanity, but by omitting other communities’ ideals, he inadvertently created
distance and difference between the image’s subjects and viewers.35 As the exhibition moved
away from New York and with the hinderance of time, the interpretation of the show changed
according to “the contexts of history, geography, politics, and culture of the place of
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exhibition.”36 Additionally, because the United States Information Agency (USIA) had a heavy
hand in arranging the travel of the exhibition, American politics were not excluded from the
impact of the show either.37
For example, in September of 1955, Family of Man made its first stop in central America
in Guatemala City, Guatemala, housed at the Casa de Protocolo. In the years prior, Guatemala
had undergone a revolution backed by the United States that dismantled the previous
government. With a more “compliant” government in place, the United States used Guatemala
as an example of how to “suppress supposed communist threats,” and used Family of Man as an
example of public diplomacy. The Casa del Protocolo was not a place of political neutrality; it
was operated by the U.S. State Department and symbolized to Guatemalans a place of American
power in their country. Therefore, Family of Man was subliminally interpreted by Guatemalans
as a commentary on the relationship between the U.S. as a “necessary, guiding parental figure”
to “weak, naïve, childlike” Guatemalans that needed “protection” from the USSR.38 The last
issue with Family of Man was that Edward Steichen did not include images that reflected the
growing trend of more personal, individual, and non-narrative photography that was on the rise.39
Ultimately, even with its overarching political and idealistic undertones, over the seven
years of travel, it is estimated that over nine million people worldwide saw Steichen’s Family of
Man and millions more purchased the catalog book published by MoMA, according to the
museum’s website.40 The show granted everyday people new access to the photographic
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medium for the first time internationally, raising interest in the photographic process, and
possibilities for content.

John Szarkowski
After Edward Steichen’s last show at MoMA, The Bitter Years: 1935-1941 (an exhibit of
FSA photographs), he hired John Szarkowski to be his successor as Director of the Department
of Photography in 1962. Szarkowski was qualified for the job, having earned two Guggenheim
fellowships for his photographic work in Minnesota, and Ontario. Previously, Szarkowski was a
professor of history of photography at New York University, the University of Buffalo, and the
University of Minnesota. Over his thirty-year career with MoMA from 1962 to 1990, he
presented over one hundred exhibitions along with continually growing the collection of twenty
thousand photographs. Szarkowski also wrote a handful of publications on his photographic
philosophy. One book entitled Looking at Photographs was reviewed by Hilton Kramer of the
New York Times, who claimed that Szarkowski was “one of our best writers in the field – a first
class critic, whose prose is as discerning as his eye.”41 He was an advocate for documentary
photography as an artistic medium, but his definition of art also included photographic genres
that might not have been included previously, such as motion studies, stop-action photos, and
reconnaissance photos. Maria Morris has argued that Szarkowski was a master of the medium,
with the ability to command the “singular pedestal in a recurring spotlight of the pulpit of
modern art and photography (MoMA)” who had an eloquent mind and perspective for critical
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thought.42 His stance on photography was summarized simply by A. D. Coleman that “anyone,
anywhere, at any moment, could (even accidentally!) make a great photograph worthy of
preservation and study and placement alongside masterworks by those who’d devoted lifetimes
to the medium.”43
Considered to be the first major show curated by John Szarkowski as Director of the
Department of Photography and exemplifying his perspective was the 1963 exhibition: The
Photographer and the American Landscape (Fig.14). Comprised of about fifty-five pictures
ranging from the previous one hundred years, Szarkowski selected work from nineteen
photographers that supported his idea of the “photographer-as-explorer” who was, by his
definition “part scientist, part reporter and part artist.”44 These images were meant to
demonstrate his notion that these photographers were transforming the desire to explore nature
by means of its documentation, specifically in the western United States. By “simultaneously
exploring a new subject (unexplored wilderness) and a new medium (photography)” these
photographers defined a new, objective perspective on the world around them. Ranging from
well-known figures in photographic history, to photographers striving strictly for aesthetics, to
those who worked for craftsmanship, all shared a common interest in recording, understanding,
and appreciating our natural habitat.45
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Photographers in this show included but were not limited to Ansel Adams, H. H. Bennett,
Edward Steichen, Alfred Stieglitz, Paul Strand, and Edward Weston (Fig. 15 & 16). They
represent perhaps three groups of landscape photographers; first, the pioneers of the tradition –
Timothy O’Sullivan, Darius Kinsey, and others; their contemporaries such as Bradford
Washburn with his aerial photographs and Eliot Porter and William Current; and (as described
by Minor White) the more sophisticated group of photographers that “exercise the ‘transforming’
power of the medium,” exemplified by William Garnet, Paul Vanderbilt and Kosti Ruohomaa.
Arranged on the wall in groups by photographer, viewers were encouraged to evaluate each
photographer’s perspective, approach to the medium, and subject matter over time. Then, by
comparing each section of images, the viewer could make connections or spot differences in the
photographic process of each photographer (Fig. 17). Minor White wrote that he was “grateful
to Mr. Szarkowski for materializing an exhibition on a subject that is not modern art or in
fashion,” for landscape photography was considered an old practice and did not have a popular
place in museums at this time. By re-introducing these traditional landscape images in the new
context of contemporary and modern art typically shown at MoMA, the images were allowed to
speak for themselves, and pulled viewers in by depicting places that remind them of their
childhood summers gone past.46 Imagery of rolling landscapes, wide vistas and beautiful nature
stood in stark contrast to the landscape seen by many of the visitors of MoMA on a day-to-day
basis in the bustling metropolis of New York City.
Four years later, John Szarkowski introduced three young photographers to visitors of the
Museum of Modern Art. New Documents was a small-scale show composed of ninety
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documentary photographs by Diane Arbus, Lee Friedlander, and Garry Winogrand. These
photographers were relatively unknown when the show opened, but subsequently – with
MoMA’s sponsorship – became influential voices in the evolution of photography as a
medium.47 While they were all under the age of forty when the show opened in 1967, they were
not amateurs. Garry Winogrand had been included in Edward Steichen’s Family of Man
exhibition in 1955 and showed twice more at MoMA. Lee Friedlander had received
Guggenheim Fellowships for his photographic studies of the modern American landscape.
Diane Arbus’s celebrity subjects were regularly published in popular magazines such as
Harper’s Bazaar and Esquire.48
Szarkowski purposely selected these three emerging photographers to redefine the
previously accepted approach to documentary photography.49 He claimed that each
photographer had his or her own approach to the medium: Arbus focused on portraiture with
personality; Friedlander preferred images of people within their personal space, while
Winogrand captured life’s sometimes vulgar humor. Their seemingly different perspectives
fortunately had related, underlying themes of personality and intimacy between subject and
photographer that separated them from the documentary photographers from the 1930s-1940s.50
He argued that they were “a new generation of photographers” that focused on more internal or
personal issues of humanity rather than the larger social concerns of photographers before them.
Szarkowski chose the name New Documents to set them apart from the previous news-worthy
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event documentary practice, suggesting a new movement. He used words such as “sympathetic,”
“affectionate,” and “fascinating” to describe the visual representations of life’s imperfections
within these social landscapes.51
Compared to photographic shows of today or even to Family of Man, New Documents
was a modest show in size and presentation (Fig. 18). The ninety black and white images were
printed in standard sizes with thin, white or metal frames, hung in long sections by photographer
(Fig. 19 & 20). Philip Gefter noticed how the pictures seemed casual, random, or ordinary.
These subjects made it hard for many viewers to understand the images: what were they trying to
say? This was a shift from the images from generations past that acted as records of reality.
Some critics were skeptical of the validity of this new kind of documentation because they
exemplified the “oddities in personality, situation, incident, movement and chance.” These are
the same reasons that they are still popular and impactful images in the history of photography to
this day.52
Each photographer shot with small- or medium-format cameras, allowing them to move
freely and impulsively capture a specific instance of facial expression or body language. The
results were non-traditional, asymmetrical, unbalanced, sometimes messy or hard to read
compositions. This challenged viewers to quickly comprehend new compositional techniques
from image to image (Fig. 21).53 In the wall label text accompanying the images, Szarkowski
explained that the images selected were purely about the literal subject matter and had no other
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The Museum of Modern Art Press Release, “New Documents: Wall Label” February 28-May 7, 1967.
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Philip Gefter, “The Exhibit That Transformed Photography” The New Yorker, New York City, New
York. March 22, 2017.
53

A. D. Coleman, “A. D Coleman on Photography and New Technology: New Documents, Revisited”
Photocritic International, Nearby Café, 2017.
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outside context. Some reviews discussed the possible social critiques that nevertheless shone
through. Images of the “bizarre and grotesque and marginalized” held connotations of social
criticism that were potentially problematic in certain images.54 Even with the mixed reactions to
New Documents, the show was successful, leading Diane Arbus, Garry Winogrand and Lee
Friedlander to start a new school of photographic thought that lasted through the1980s with
practitioners such as Stephen Shore, Nan Golden, and Sally Mann.

54

The Museum of Modern Art Press Release, February 28-May 7, 1967.
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Conclusion
After researching a plethora of important documentary photography exhibitions in fine
art museums from the first six decades of the twentieth century, I can comfortably assert my
opinion that documentary photography would not have made it to the level of appreciation or
practice without the efforts of Alfred Stieglitz and the Photo Secession, Roy Stryker and the
FSA, and the first three curators of photography at MoMA. Over this time, the photographic
medium grew and changed due to accessibility and social practicality, weaving its way into the
everyday lives of the last five generations. I knew that this task of providing evidence of a shift
in documentary photography acceptance as art was going to be a tangled web of artists, critics,
practitioners, and the opinions of the public, near impossible to create an easily followed linear
timeline. The photographers and writers discussed in this paper are not the only important
players during this period, however they were the most impactful to my research.

I concluded this paper with the New Documents show by John Szarkowski in 1967
because more documentary photography shows were being presented at that time. This led me to
believe that the consensus in the artistic community was that documentary photography had been
accepted alongside other artistic genres. However, my research made me reflect, has
documentary photography ‘arrived?’ After learning about numerous shows, photographers and
curators that worked to create a successful and interesting medium, has it stuck? Did they
achieve their goal? Is documentary photography practiced, exhibited, and appreciated as an art
form to this day? Yes, I believe that it is. I studied photography at the Savannah College of Art
and Design with a concentration in documentary photography in 2018, leading me to believe that
the medium has grown so large that there are those who are willing to teach and learn
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documentary photography as a practical and artistic form of visual communication which might
not have been common in decades previous. Like documentary photography’s journey discussed
throughout this paper, the definition and use of the medium has continued to change since New
Documents in 1967 with the ever-growing accessibility and consumption of visual material
through news and artistic publications, social media, and public interest in art. That is to say that
I also believe that documentary photography’s place in the artistic world will continue to evolve
over time, indefinitely.
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